





























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































species,	 life	 itself,	 that	 is	 to	 say,	 to	use	 the	 technical	 term	all	ontogenesis	 is	


































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































him	as	 laying	 the	 ground	 for	 a	 counter	 class	 culture,	 one	 rebuking	 the	 very	 class	 of	

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Measles (2001)	and	Bullet Shot in Stomach (2000).	While	they	show	the	withering,	
scarred,	wounded,	diseased	human	body,	I	am	more	drawn	to	other	paintings	where	
the	emphasis	is	perhaps	less	on	physical	corporality	–	evaluated	in	the	chapter	on	
him	–	than	on	a	commitment	to	understanding	finitude	at	a	more	interpersonal	
level;	where	acknowledging	limits	becomes	the	conduit	to	grander,	more	profound	
connections.	The	resurgence	of	the	simple	embrace,	in	works	ranging	across	his	
practice,	communicate	this	for	me	but	it	is	the	1987	painting	Yayati	[fig.	4.37]	where	
I	see	most	powerfully	the	mêlée	with	finitude.	
	
	
	
	 11	Kaja	Silverman,	Flesh	of	my	Flesh,	op	cit.,	p.	4	12	Ibid.,	pp.	1–2	
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Against	a	backdrop	of	shocking	pink,	towards	the	bottom	of	the	imposing,	large,	
almost	six-foot	square	canvas,	we	see	two	near	life-size	male	figures	in	a	partial	
embrace,	looking	into	each	other’s	eyes.	The	younger	figure	on	top	has	wings	on	his	
back,	with	his	left	hand	he	reaches	out	to	the	older-looking	figure	at	the	bottom	who	
holding	softly	onto	his	right	hand,	cradles	his	erect	penis.	As	it	is	known	the	painting	
is	a	restaging	of	a	myth	from	the	Hindu	epic,	the	Mahabharata,	where	the	king	who	
grows	old	and	impotent,	asks	his	son	to	give	him	his	youth.	Khakhar’s	retelling	of	the	
myth	is	less	straightforward	and	reductive;	it	is	not	simply	the	giving	of	youth	from	
son	to	father,	a	gift	of	the	embodiment	of	youth,	but	rather	a	strong	rumination	on	
facing	death,	and	what	is	generative	in	such	a	confrontation.	Khakhar	has	
acknowledged	that	the	picture	is	‘about	me’,	and	the	figure	with	the	wings,	is	a	very	
recognisable	self-portrait.	Painted	when	Khakhar	was	53,	and	before	he	was	
diagnosed	with	cancer,	Yayati	(fig.	4.37)	is	really	about	the	touch,	about	embrace,	
and	the	potency	in	these	connections.	Of	course,	it	is	a	painting	filled	with	lust,	and	
while	the	myth	speaks	of	a	desire	for	youth,	Khakhar,	but	I	sense	a	shift	in	emphasis	
to	a	yearning	for	the	other.	In	the	tryst	between	these	two	figures,	in	their	embrace,	
is	contained	a	recognition	of	finitude;	they	are	both	connected	by	death,	aware	of	it,	
and	the	attendant	transience	of	life.	The	location	of	the	two	figures,	trading	less	in	
youth	and	more	in	a	shared	recognition	of	finitude,	is	set	within	the	context	of	a	
larger	whole;	as	is	conveyed	by	the	depiction	of	a	town	landscape	in	the	upper	half	
of	the	canvas	above	the	prone	figures.	Yayati	is	not	salacious	work,	but	one	that	is	
truly	gentle	and	affecting.	
Again,	with	Singh,	I	am	not	focused	on	his	photographs	that	either	literally	picture	
death	or	dead	people,	like	A	young	mahout	killed	by	his	elephant	gone	musth,	
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Sonepur,	1967	or	A	body	burning,	Holika	burns,	Rajiv	Gandhi	posters,	Benaras,	Uttar	
Pradesh,	1983.	Singh	has	also	photographed	the	aftermath	of	death	in	A	mourning,	
Bharatpur,	Rajasthan,	1975.	There	are	also	those	instances	in	his	catalogue,	that	are	
highly	suggestive	of	what	comes	with	someone’s	passing,	either	in	terms	of	the	
future	a	country	–	as	emblematised	by	the	picture	Prime	Minister	Indira	Gandhi’s	
funeral,	New	Delhi,	1984	where	it	is	not	Indira	Gandhi’s	dead	body	that	is	pictured,	
but	instead	a	man	reading	the	newspaper;	the	image	telegraphing	the	impact	and	
symbolic	value	of	the	death,	rather	than	fixating	on	the	dead	body	itself.	What	I	find	
more	affecting,	is	how	he	too,	like	Khakhar,	relates	to	mortality	through	physical,	
human,	and	in	his	case,	specifically	familial	connections.	
In	Mischief,	the	book	that	he	was	working	on	when	he	passed	away,	Singh	writes	
[fig.	6.1]	
	
The	green	of	the	hills	and	the	trees	and	the	blue	of	the	sky	and	the	rivers	are	essential	to	
our	lives.	But	in	my	Jaipur	home	we	never	used	the	word:	green.	Green	was	always	blue.	
Because	my	grandfather,	a	grand	patriarch,	was	named	Hari	Singh	or	Green	Singh.	Hari	
stands	for	Krishna,	the	God	of	the	green	pastures.	His	skin	is	blue,	therefore	to	honour	not	
only	my	grandfather,	but	our	very	own	tradition	we	used	blue	instead	of	green.	Therefore	
we	asked	for	and	cooked	and	ate	green	blue	vegetables.	
When	I	go	back	home	for	visits,	I	slip	back	to	the	tradition	of	calling	green	blue,	even	
though	my	grandfather	died	in	1942,	six	months	after	I	was	born.	When	I	am	dead	and	
gone,	my	daughter	will	not	longer	use	be	a	part	of	the	above	tradition	because	she	was	
born	and	lives	in	Paris.	I	have	seen	the	hills	and	the	trees	and	the	rivers	of	many	lands,	but	
the	house	where	I	was	born	truly	shaped	my	life.13	
	
This	passage	is	accompanied	by	an	image	of	Singh	[fig.	6.2]	occupying	the	right	
side	of	the	frame;	he	is	out	of	focus,	wearing	a	green	polo	shirt.	Behind	him,	is	a	
	 13		Singh,	Mischief,	Dummy	book,	p.	6	
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courtyard	of	a	Rajasthani	haveli,	in	complete	focus.	The	passage	and	the	photograph	
decidedly	locate	Singh	in	India,	in	Rajasthan,	as	he	confronts	finitude.	He	does	so	
through	colour,	which	is	unsurprising	as	colour	was	his	lifetime	preoccupation,	along	
with	the	subcontinent	of	India.	Singh	ruminates	on	a	familial	practice,	in	which	there	
is	a	slippage	in	the	use	of	blue	for	green.	In	the	recounting	of	this	custom,	as	it	has	
passed	down	from	generation	to	generation,	Singh	places	himself	as	part	of	a	
tradition,	but	also	binds	himself	to	a	place,	specifically	his	family	home	in	Rajasthan	
where	such	a	ritual	is	permissible.	He	reveals	his	emotional	connection	to	the	place,	
and	how	he	cherishes	the	ability	to	share	in	this	play	of	calling	green	blue.	Yet,	as	he	
indulges	himself	and	his	sentiments,	he	recognises	its	limits,	his	own	limit,	and	
speaks	of	his	death.	It	is	ironic,	this	was	written	not	under	spectre	of	death,	Singh	
passed	on	suddenly,	while	working	on	this	book,	but	it	intuits	his	cognisance	about	
life,	and	his	life	in	particular.	He	does	not	shy	away	from	thinking	about	the	natural	
conclusion	that	would	come	with	his	passing,	and	how	his	daughter	may	not	have	
the	same	attachment	to	place,	and	partake	in	a	custom	to	which	she	has	no	
relationship:	nonetheless,	it	does	tell	off	Singh’s	desire	to	remain	tethered	to	a	
world,	a	way	of	life,	even	if	it	is	slipping	by	in	front	of	him.	He	prefers	to	remain	
attached,	bound	and	trussed	to	place,	to	people,	and	to	some	personal,	idiosyncratic	
tradition,	a	way	of	being	not	isolated	or	removed,	and	hopes	that	his	daughter	will	
find	that	for	herself	in	her	life,	perhaps	elsewhere.	It	won’t	be	part	of	his	tradition,	
but	one,	a	new	one	can	be	formed	and	set	in	motion.	
For	Sher-Gil,	it	was	losing	members	of	his	family	that	forced	an	unavoidable	
confrontation	with	mortality,	but	what	I	believe	is	that	Sher-Gil	was	already	thinking	
about	finitude,	as	advocated	by	the	before	and	after	fasting	images	taken	in	Paris	in	
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1930.	He	was	testing,	pushing	and	learning	about	the	limits	of	his	body,	through	
discipline	and	abstinence.	It	was	a	kind	of	self-work,	that	takes	squarely	in	its	view	
the	corporeal	limits	of	the	human	body.	His	entire	body	of	self-portraits,	the	initial	
more	theatrical	presentation	of	the	self,	along	with	his	more	melancholic	later	
images,	where	he	openly	signals	to	his	sorrow	–	as	in	the	self-portrait	from	14	
November	1946,	in	which	Sher-Gil	sits	against	a	neutral	background,	looking	straight	
into	the	camera,	holding	in	his	hand	a	book	with	a	Sanskrit	title,	on	which	the	
reverse	inscription	reads,	‘His	misery	and	his	manuscript’	–	can	be	understood	as	a	
lifetimes	arbitration	of	finitude.	In	constantly,	photographing	himself	as	he	changed,	
at	every	stage	and	step,	he	concedes	a	little	to	his	own	mortality.	
Every	image,	every	piece	of	clothing,	each	location,	reveal	his	life	as	he	was	living	
it	to	himself.	The	intent	of	the	images	was	not	to	escape	his	life,	but	ground	him	
firmly	within	it,	within	the	domestic	realm	of	his	homes	in	Budapest,	Paris,	Simla,	
and	Lahore.	The	constant	documenting	of	his	family’s	life,	bound	him	to	them.	He	
was	not	seeking	transcendence,	but	rather	fully	immersed	in	the	physical	life	he	was	
living.	It	was	the	passing	of	his	daughter	and	wife	that	provoked	a	further	
understanding	and	appreciation	of	finitude	in	Sher-Gil.	Again,	like	Singh,	there	was	
something	about	legacy	and	tradition	that	Sher-Gil	was	attentive	to.	He	ensured	that	
his	daughter	would	have	a	legacy,	and	though	in	those	later	years	of	his	life	he	had	
removed	himself	from	publically	socialising,	he	still	saw	the	need	to	have	a	
connection	to	the	world,	even	if	it	was	through	the	donating	of	his	daughter’s	work	
to	the	National	Gallery	of	Modern	Art	in	New	Delhi.	It	bound	her,	of	course,	to	the	
modern	nation,	as	her	work	would	form	the	nucleus	of	the	country’s	National	
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Gallery	of	Modern	Art,	but	it	also	bound	him,	not	only	to	her	but	also	in	this	gesture	
to	an	entire	nation	that	lived	beyond	him.	
Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh	in	my	estimation,	expose	themselves	as	being	deeply	
connected	to	the	worlds	around	them.	They	betray	nothing	when	making	this	
known:	it	is	evident	in	their	work;	it	is	evident	in	their	writing;	and	it	is	evident	in	
how	they	relate	to	life	itself,	and	admitting	to	its	limits.	They	are	not	self-identical,	
self-sufficient,	immune	and	transcendental,	but	immersed	and	embedded	within	
human	relations.	The	three	artists	led	deeply	intersubjective	emotionally	full	lives,	
and	they	are	in	no	way	inimitable	in	doing	so,	there	are	many	men	and	women	who	
have	lived	and	continue	to	lead	such	lives,	and	it	is	recognising	these	ways	of	living	
that	is	cosmopolitan.	As	Rainer	Maria	Rilke,	another	man	of	letters	and	language,	an	
isolationist,	said:	
	
Though	we	are	unaware	of	our	true	status	our	
actions	stem	from	pure	relationship.	
Far	away,	antennas	hear	antennas	and	
the	empty	distances	transmit...14	
	
Finitude	becomes	the	segueway	to	an	expanded	universe.	
	
	
	
This	research,	for	me,	as	I	have	stated	in	the	introduction,	is	a	sincerely	personal	
undertaking.	The	heuristic	component	of	this	thesis,	has	insistently	forced	me	to	
reflect	back	on	myself,	and	why	have	I	chosen	to	this	as	my	subject.	As	Robert	D.	
Romanyshyn	has	written	about	the	research	process:	
	 14	Rainer	Maria	Rilke,	‘Sonnets	to	Orpheus’,	Part	1,	Sonnet	XII,	in	Ahead	of	All	Parting:	The	Selected	
Poetry	and	Prose	of	Rainer	Maria	Rilke,	Stephen	Mitchell,	trans.,	(New	York:	Modern	Library,	1995),	p.	433	
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Research	with	soul	in	mind	is	re-search,	a	searching	again,	for	something	that	has	
already	made	its	claim		upon	us,	something	we	have	already	known,	however	dimly,			
but	have	forgotten…	a	researcher	is	claimed	by	a	work	through	his	or	her	own	
complexes…	it	is	that	in	re-search	with	soul	in	mind	the	topic	chooses	the	researcher	as	
much	as,	and	perhaps	even	more	that	he	or	she	chooses	 it.15	
	
I	do	agree	that	the	topics	of	research	of	this	thesis,	‘cosmopolitanism’	and	the	
evolving	self,	are	not	incommensurate	with	my	own	daily	life.	It	seems	reasonable	
that	this	would	be	an	area	of	interest	for	me,	particularly	my	need	to	think	through	
and	about	my	forefathers,	and	their	lives,	being	fascinated	by	their	choices	and	ways	
of	living.	In	choosing	them,	and	Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh,	I	bound	myself	not	only	
to	them,	but	also	to	the	research.	Having	reached	the	end	of	this	course	of	study,	I	
do	profess	to	a	feeling	of	sadness.	A	reverie	is	felt	when	looking	back	at	all	that	has	
been	brought	to	light,	and	all	that	has	been	uncovered,	but	there	is	a	slight	sorrow.	
“The	mourning	that	attaches	itself	to	our	knowing	has	a	sweetly	bitter	quality	that	
comes	from	yearning	for	something	that,	while	never	attained	is	always	with	us”16.	
Perhaps	“research	is	the	difference	between	the	fullness	of	experience	and	the	
failure	of	language	to	say	it,	and	the	sweetly	bitter	sense	of	this	knowledge”.17	
At	the	conclusion	of	this	thesis,	I	feel	confident	in	claiming	that	I	have	made	a	
substantial	contribution	to	the	scholarly	work	and	research	on	my	individual	case	
studies’	works	and	lives.	In	hindsight,	it	is	easy	to	get	caught	up	in	smaller	details,	
but	what	I	have	attempted	to	emphasise	in	my	examination	is	not	only	their	vital	
contributions	to	the	fields	of	paintings	and	photography:	Singh	in	his	exclusive	use	of	
15	Robert	D.	Romanyshyn,	‘Towards	a	Poetics	of	the	Research	Process’,	in	The	Wounded	Researcher:	
Research	with	Soul	in	Mind	(Spring	Journal	Books,	2007),	p.	4	16	Ibid.,	p.	5	17		Ibid.	
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colour	photography;	Sher-Gil’s	pioneering	experimentation	with	autochromes,	
nevertheless	also	and	more	importantly,	lavishing	a	seriousness	and	dedication	to	
the	Indian	subject,	unseen	in	colonial	photography;	and	Khakhar’s	ground-breaking	
representations	of	the	common	man	and	queer	love	in	postcolonial	India	–	but	also	
the	affective	dimension	of	their	outputs.	The	emotional	content	of	their	work	needs	
to	be	unequivocally	acknowledged,	and	it	is	dwelling	on	this	aspect	of	their	practices	
that	substantially	contributes	in	my	estimation	to	a	reappraisal	and	reconfiguration	
of	cosmopolitanism.	By	recognising	the	complex	‘affective	geographies’	of	colonial	
and	postcolonial	worlds,	by	parsing	through	networks	of	affiliations	and	friendship,	
and	appreciating	emotional	connections,	I	trust	a	better	understanding	can	be	
proffered	of	how	the	local	intersects	and	relates	to,	and	with,	the	global.	
Conducting	this	research	under	the	auspices	of	the	Curating	Contemporary	Art	
programme	at	the	Royal	College	of	Art,	as	a	non-Western	curator,	I	am	clearly	
attempting	through	my	study	of	Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh,	but	also	with	my	
interjection	into	the	broader	discourse	on	cosmopolitanism,	establishing	a	practice,	
with	certain	kinds	of	geographical,	aesthetic	and	conceptual	coordinates.	I	have	
approached	Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh	and	how	they	have	been	positioned	and	
presented	in	recent	international	exhibitions,	noting	the	relative	successes	and	
misgivings	of	how	they	are	situated	historically	and	the	manner	in	which	their	
practices	are	appraised.	After	establishing	such	a	foundation	for	how	they	and	their	
work	have	been	circulating	within	an	international	contemporary	context,	I	have	
chosen	to	return	to	primary	art	historical	research	into	their	biographies,	looking	to	
fathom	how	they	navigated	local	and	transnational	networks	of	friendship,	pedagogy	
and	influences	while	evolving	their	own	distinct	sensibilities.	This	was	complimented	
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by	looking	at	the	actual	photographs	and	paintings,	and	laying	bare	more	fully	the	
oeuvres,	drawing	attention	to	lesser-known	works	that	had	not	formerly	received	
serious	critical	engagement.	
I	am	keenly	interested	in	trying	to	follow	the	evolution	of	an	artistic	sensibility,	
and	in	how	that	can	be	reflected	not	only	in	art	historical	writing,	but	in	exhibition-	
making	as	well.	Not	to	prioritise	discourse,	by	excluding	the	art	object:	How	can	
these	transnational	and	local	interconnections	learnt	through	conversation	and	
research	be	made	present	in	a	show?	Is	it	through	supporting	works	that	offer	an	
indication	of	a	historicity?	How	can	work	by	friends	be	presented	alongside	one	
another	without	promoting	didactic	and	mimetic	readings?	How	can	work	be	
exhibited	as	to	chart	the	unfolding	of	an	artistic	process,	and	not	submit	it	to	a	
cultural	reductivist	or	specific	readings?	These	are	questions	I	have	tried	to	raise	in	
the	exhibitions	that	I	have	already	curated,	and	continue	to	ruminate	on	for	future	
projects.	I	suggest	taking	stock	of	the	international	is	necessary,	that	is,	how	these	
artists	and	their	practices	are	being	understood	and	approached	in	the	West,	today,	
but	contemporaneously	one	has	to	reflect	back	on	the	development	of	parallel	
expositions	and	discourses	in	their	local	contexts.	This	is	fundamental,	and	what	we	
need	to	aspire	to	is	a	balance	of	exchange,	where	a	certain	thickening	of	discourse	
locally,	those	parallel	developments	in	the	regions	inform	and	effect	shifts	in	
understandings	of	the	international	and	how	it	is	constituted.	
I	hope	this	is	apparent	in	my	approach	to	Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh,	revealing	
that	this	is	in	someway	possible	by	factoring	in	the	necessity	of	working	with	
biography	and	exhibition	history	as	a	valid	methodology	when	evaluating	a	particular	
artist’s	output	and	life.	Furthermore,	I	believe	that	in	relating	case	studies	in	an	
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analogous	manner	–	the	way	I	have	with	Sher-Gil,	Khakhar	and	Singh	–	is	beneficial,	
as	it	recognises	each	as	an	equal,	sharing	parity	with	one	another	and	not	prioritising	
a	certain	kind	of	work,	or	certain	way	of	living,	which	I	consider	to	be	remarkably	
unforgiving.	It	is	a	process	of	review	that	has	taught	me	to	try	and	be	more	
empathetic	to	not	only	those	around	me,	and	those	I	study,	but	also	to	those	parts	
of	me	that	are	obscure	and	incomprehensible,	to	try	and	be	more	empathetic	
towards	and	in	relation	to	myself.	
What	remains	most	clear	to	me	at	the	end	of	this	thesis,	this	course	of	study,	is	
that	there	are	still	many	lives	and	bodies	of	work	that	deserve	and	demand	
attention.	Without	even	trying	to	admit	and	perceive	those	people’s	attitudes	and	
sensibilities,	any	understanding	of	cosmopolitanism	will	remain	deficient.	There	is	a	
charge	to	this	course	of	inquiry,	where	our	awareness	needs	to	remain	active	and	
constantly	responsive.	As	Foucault	has	recommended	at	the	end	of	his	interview	
‘Friendship	as	a	way	of	Life’	that,	
	
…the	idea	of	a	program	of	proposals	is	dangerous.	As	soon	as	a	program	is	presented,	it	
becomes	a	law,	and	there	is	a	prohibition	against	inventing…the	program	must	be	wide	
open.	We	have	to	dig	deeply	to	show	how	things	have	been	historically	contingent,	for	
such	and	such	reasons	intelligible	but	not	necessary.	We	must	make	the	intelligible	appear	
against	a	background	of	emptiness	and	deny	its	necessity.	We	
must	think	that	what	exists	is	far	from	filling	all	possible	spaces.	To	make	a	truly	unavoidable	
challenge:	What	can	be	played?18	
	
	
	
	
	 18	Michel	Foucault,	‘Friendship	as	a	Way	of	Life’.	R.	de	Ceccaty,	J.	Danet	and	J.	Le	Bitoux	conducted	the	interview	from	which	this	quote	is	taken	with	Michel	Foucault	for	the	French	magazine	Gai	Pied.	It	appeared	in	April,	1981.	The	interview	is	available	at	http://commoningtimes.org/texts/mf_friendship_as_a_way_of_life.pdf	
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This	is	a	fair	proposition,	a	real	prompt,	which	generates	for	itself	a	certain	degree	
of	urgency.	There	should	be	no	‘program	of	proposals’	when	discussing	
cosmopolitanism,	or	for	that	matter,	people’s	lives,	works,	friendships,	affiliations	
and	relations.	Continual	advances	need	to	be	made	in	such	matters	of	study	
recognising	the	incredible	repository	of	these	lives	and	works,	and	allow	them	to	
affect	us	emotionally,	luxuriate	in	their	beauty,	grant	them	their	crudeness	and	
inelegances,	and	conceding	finally	to	not	knowing	their	each	and	every	detail.	Our	
understanding	of	them	is	provisional	and	will	never	be	fully	formed,	perfect	and	
complete.	And,	perhaps,	it	is	in	these	lingering	mysteries	that	will	charge	our	
imaginations.	
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		 Fig.	5.38	Page	from	the	dummy	of	Mischief,	unpublished	
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		 Fig.	5.40	Dedication	page	in	Raghubir	Singh’s	own	writing	from	the	dummy	of	
Mischief,	unpublished	
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		 Fig.	6.1	Page	from	the	dummy	of	Mischief,	unpublished	
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